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say sanctuary, for a shady crew of adventurers, small-time pirates
deserters, beachcombers and political exile?. Its chie^ exports were
bananas, coco-nuts and turtle shells, but its chief industries were
conspiracies, revolutions and smuggling, out of the proceeds of
which some two or three thousand residents, blended from white
to black through many strains of red and yellow, lived in tropical
indolence. As the most serious business ventures were merely
planned in Boca, to be executed elsewhere, existence in the
meagre present on a diet of rice, fish, bananas and an occasional
chicken was made endurable by the prospect of a more abundant
future if and when another revolution was pulled off. Robberies
and petty thieving were rare, but sudden death was frequent and
doubtless could have been multiplied with considerable advantage
to the entire community.
It was said that four promising revolutions to be carried out
in neighbouring states were then in the making; that no less than
fourteen past and future Central American presidents were living
precariously in Boca. Scotty, who knew whereof he spoke, advised
taking no chances; one should always address a large coloured man
who wore shoes or had gold in his teeth as General.
The moment we tied up at the wharf to unload our machinery,
which turned out to be rails, bolts, spikes and small flatcars for a
projected tramway, two Colombian customs officers were stationed
aboard the Escobar to prevent smuggling; heavy duties on imported
tobacco gave sailors a chance to earn a little extra spending
money. Several of our men had filled their dunnage-bags with
snuff and Bull Durham before leaving New York, and one of
them got in touch with a Chinese storekeeper who offered a good
price. Only the problem of delivery remained, which in the past
had been simple.
But, incredibly, these customs officers were beyond bribery. It
was not that they were narrow-minded in their honesty; the best
offer we could afford to make was too small, and only complicated
matters by sharpening the official vigilance. Something different
from the usual practice of walking off the ship with one's shirt
stuffed with dutiable merchandise was necessary.
After unloading our cargo we had anchored in the bay, while
Captain Brun scouted the lagoons for a plantation having bananas
to sell at bargain prices. He returned about dark and gave orders
to move out early next morning. The tobacco had to be taken
that night.